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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

As teachers stock their classroom libraries with books to entice students to read,
they may chose books based on what other teachers suggest or book lists compiled by
librarians or publishers o f children's books. Selections are not often based on how children
themselves select books. A classroom library containing reading material that invites
young readers to want to read is a valuable asset to any classroom. Understanding what
motivates the students to select and read a book is the first step in building such a library.
This study is intended to inform teachers by identifying the criteria children use to select
books.

Background

Many experts think it is important for students to experience selecting their own
reading material. When students make appropriate choices in selecting their own reading
material, it motivates reading practice and encourages a life long habit o f reading. This is
an important goal most teachers hope their students will achieve.
Many reading programs incorporate student selected reading material during
independent reading or silent reading time. The purpose is to allow the students time to
practice new reading skills. The criteria students use when selecting their reading material
is a key factor. There are however a number o f unanswered questions regarding how
children select books. This writer believes their selection may have an effect on the quality
o f their reading experience.
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In a study by Evans and Towner (1975), they proposed that silent reading o f
student selected reading material was as effective for reinforcing skills, as skill games and
commercially prepared skill worksheets when used in conjunction with a basal reading
program. Their study concluded that not only was it as effective but noted that it was a
more natural form o f practice. During the sustained silent reading time, they suggested
that the students select one book and be required to read only that book during the silent
reading session It appears if a student does not select an appropriate book for silent
reading, the practice value may not be as effective if this method is followed.
In a study by Bagfort (1985), he concludes that in a well balanced reading
program, pupils need to have a regularly scheduled time to read something o f their own
choosing. He considers this a developmental necessity. Bagfort cautions that this reading
time should be used for reading and to hold down the time spent on selecting a book and
record keeping and confrencing. This writer believes if students do not understand how to
select a book, the students will find it difficult to find a book that will maintain theninterest or that they can read well enough to grasp the content or meaning o f the book.
For this reason, Bagfort suggests that student made books, comic books, posters and
magazines should also be placed in the library.
Selecting books for reading might be an important skill that needs to be learned by
the students. Hiebert and Colt (1989), cite a research project by Anderson, Higgins and
W urster (1985), that shows good readers know how to select literature relevant to theninterest and reading ability; poor readers do not.
Schaudt (1983), indicates sustained silent reading incorporated into a reading
program positively effects the student's attitude toward reading and increased reading
achievement. Schaudt noted that difficulty selecting a book was a weakness in allowing
students to select their own books. She suggested teacher guidance might be helpful.
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Barron (1990), suggested that student interest is the key factor to be considered
when introducing children's literature in the classroom. This was a major concern o f
Margaret Wise Brown, author o f many children's' books, Rivinus and Audet (1992). She
studied children's responses to stories and found that children liked stories with only one
or tw o main characters with which they could identify, such as young animals or children
their own age. These characters were usually struggling with an attempt to be
independent and self- reliant. A classroom library containing reading material that invites
young readers to want to read is a valuable asset to any classroom. Understanding what
motivates the students to select and read a book is the first step in building such a library.
Teachers, librarians and parents should understand what attracts students to certain
books. They should question whether a student has a clear understanding o f books that
maintains their interest or if they select books randomly without much thought. I f teachers
have this information, they can build on this information to help students improve their
book selecting or expand their interests to other selections. Many factors may influence
the student's choice o f reading material other than the material itself. Social factors and
physical location might influence the student's choice. The gender o f the student might
have an effect on the criteria used to select reading material. A study conducted by Wray
and Lewis (1993), concluded that the teachers have a positive impact on students' choice
o f books. They found that students often chose books read to them by the teacher. They
also chose books recommended by the teacher or ones that used a thematic focus. This
study also concluded that students not introduced to a variety o f literature during reading
classes limited their choices to only a few familiar selections.
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Purpose o f the Study

Many factors may influence the student's choice o f reading material other than the
material itself. Social factors and physical location might influence the student's choice.
The gender o f the student might have an effect on the criteria used to select reading
material. This study examines the responses o f second graders in one classroom in regards
to these study questions.
What criteria do children use when selecting books for independent reading?
Does reading level impact how a book selection is made?
D o boys and girls have similar criteria or does gender affect the selection process?

Limitations and Assumptions

This is a case study conducted to analyze the criteria used by students in one
second grade classroom. The population is small and the findings should not be
generalized to a larger population o f students without further testing.
It is assumed that the students were able to articulate and understand what criteria
they use when they select a book. The answers given by the students were subject to
possible human error in translating or interpretation. This test was conducted over a six
week period o f time. Over this period o f time, the students were exposed to the test
questions asked in this study. This might have created a conscious awareness o f the
criteria they use while selecting a book and thus after their criteria and book selection.
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Procedure

The subjects for this study were 25 second grade students. There were 15 boys
and 10 girls with varied reading abilities. Some o f the students experienced a whole
language approach to reading that incorporated a basal reader in first grade. These
students had some exposure to student selected reading material for silent reading
purposes. The other students experienced a traditional skills based reading program using
only the basal reader.
The school in which this case study was done serves 650 students from
kindergarten to fifth grade. M ost o f the classrooms are self contained except in third and
fifth grade. The students are not ability grouped for reading in first or second grade.
The school system is in Southwest Ohio. It is a large non-industrial suburb
comprised o f middle to low income families.
The investigator used an unstructured interview to assess the criteria the second
graders use for selecting reading material concerning reading level and gender.
The students were asked the same questions, on three different days, after
selecting a book from the classroom or school library. Three to five interviews were
conducted each day over a period o f six weeks.
The writer noted the reading level and gender o f each student answering the
questions. After the first five interviews, the writer critiqued the interview questions and
the student responses to see if the students understood the questions and were giving
responses that could be listed and assessed for this study.
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Definitions o f Terms

The following terms are defined for use in this research project.

Silent sustained reading: The student reads silently for an uninterrupted
predetermined period of time in the school setting.

Independent reading level: Students recognize 95% o f the words used in a reading
selection and comprehend 90% o f the contents, Routman (1991).

Independent reading: Student self-paces their reading and has conferences with
the teacher about their progress, Routman (1991).

Basal reading programs: High frequency o f words introduced gradually and with
significant repetition to insure mastery o f the vocabulary, Flickinger and Long (1990).

Language-experience approach: A means o f teaching students to read by
capitalizing on their interests, experiences and oral language facility, Flickinger and Long
(1990).

Thought Units: In this study, criteria used to select books by the second graders
was divided into single thought units by the researcher for the purpose o f sorting their
criteria into categories.
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Summary
Many reading programs incorporate student selected reading material for
independent reading or silent reading time. The purpose is to allow the students time to
practice new reading skills and motivate reading. This study examines the responses o f
second graders in one classroom in regards to these study questions.
What criteria do children use when selecting books for independent reading?
Does reading level impact how a book selection is made?
Do boys and girls have similar criteria or does gender affect the selection process?
The subjects in this study were 25 second grade students in one classroom. In this
case study, the investigator used an unstructured interview to assess the criteria these
second graders used for selecting reading material concerning reading level and gender.
The population is small and the findings should not be generalized to a larger population
o f students without further testing.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

Many reading programs incorporate student selected reading material for
independent reading or silent reading time. The purpose is to allow the students time to
practice new reading skills and motivate reading. Selecting books that children will want
to read can be a difficult task in the elementary grades. A library containing reading
material that invites young readers to want to read is a valuable asset to any classroom.
Understanding what motivates the students to select and read a book is the first step in
building such a library.
This chapter will explore children's response to literature and influences that affect
student choices. The benefits o f using student selected material in a reading program and
effective ways to introduce and display literature are discussed in this chapter.

Children's Responses To Literature

Literature written especially for children began to be published in the early 1800's.
Attempts to investigate what would interest children did not begin until the early 1900's.
What interests children?, is an important question to study because it becomes a crucial
factor when children select books for reading activities that are incorporated into today's
reading programs.
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The Bank Street School and College in New York were one o f the first institutions
to study children's responses to literature.

Theoretically, response refers to what happens in the m ind o f the reader
or listener as a story or poem unfolds. In this sense, a response also refers to
any outward sign o f the that inner activity, something said or done that reveals
a reader's thoughts andfeelings about literature, Huck, Helper and Hickman
(1993).

Rivinus and Audet (1992) discuss their findings in a study o f Margaret Wise
Brown. Margaret Wise Brown a renowned author o f numerous books, written for
children, attended the Bank Street School in the late 1930's. She was taught to write
enduring children's books by studying children's habits, emotional responses, language
patterns, and relationships. She learned that children enjoy stories with a small animal as
the main character. She limited the number o f her characters to only one or two. If more
were included, they were grouped together as one group. She noticed that children could
identify with young but not-so-helpless animals that were able to handle the problems
encountered in stories.
After studying the vocabulary and language pattern o f her audience, Brown
incorporated those words and developmental language patterns into her books. In the
stories she wrote, Brown noticed that children enjoyed repetition and rhyme. She found
that children were interested and concerned with issues o f attachment, intimacy, care,
friendship, separation, and the emotional mastery o f being alone. Children responded very
positively to illustrations, so her books also included many attractive pictures.
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Margaret Wise Brown wrote stories predominately for younger children to listen
to rather than to read themselves. However, as Margaret Wise Brown said herself, " We
all have a child still in ourselves who can recognize and m eet those qualities o f pure
childishness in another ch ild ................. perhaps the one (writing) laboratory we all share
is the child we had before we grew up", Rivinus and Audet (1992). She understood what
interests children is the same thing that interested everyone as a child.
Saccardi founded the Fairfield - Westchester Children's Reading Project in 1988.
When writing about her project Saccardi (1993) states:

I know what knowledgeable adults think about the books I choose.
But what do the children themselves think? Children need to choose their own
reading materials, but they can only choose what we make available to them in
our libraries and classrooms. It is important fo r us to glean their opinions so that
we can make wise selections. It is important, too, fo r the children to think about
their own reading, to enter into dialogue with the text, and to consider why they
do or do not like a book

Saccardi supplies newly published books to students attending ten schools in
Westchester, New York and Greenwich, Connecticut, in preschool through the ninth
grade. She asks the students to fill out ballots after they have read one o f these books.
The students rate the book on a scale from one, if they did not like the book at all, to four,
if they thought the book was great. The students are also asked to comment about their
ratings in a space provided on the ballot. After reading these ballots over a five year
period, Saccardi has noticed that students will often state that they do not know why they
rated a book high or low. They just know they either liked or disliked the book. She also
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noticed that many children gave low rating because they thought it was boring. These
books usually lacked adventure or exciting plots. Students showed a high preference for
books in which they could identify with the characters. Some students said they enjoyed
books that were written by an author o f a previously read book.
Another study to explore the reading preference o f Canadian children was
conducted by Edward Summers and Ann Lukasevich (1983). They defined preference as
reading material the students thought they might like to read and interest as the reading
material the students did read. This study examined the reading preference o f 1,392
Canadian students in fifth, sixth, and seventh grade. The students were o f equal
proportions o f male and female students from three different communities. A paired
comparison instrument was designed by Summers and Lukaevich to quantify and rank
preference data. This study used fourteen themes; adventure, history, geography, animals,
children and family, sports, humor, science, poetry, fantasy, biography, travel, romance,
nature study, and mystery.
The preferred themes differed significantly by community, grade level and sex.
However, mystery and adventure were chosen first over all in all communities, grade
levels and sexes. Romance was also preferred by girls in all the communities and grades
while boys ranked romance books one o f their least preferred books to read. Poetry and
biography were ranked low by both sexes and in all three communities. Excitement and
thrill seemed to be the strongest determinate for reading preference with boys and girls.
Summers and Lukaevich concluded that the best approach for the teacher when
considering their students' reading preference would be "to treat norms lightly and analyze
preferences for a particular class, within a specific school and community".
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Huck, Helper and Hickman (1993) concurred with this conclusion when they
wrote this:

M ost student's comments referred to traditionally popular topics and
elements o f appeal, with humor, riddles and jokes, adventure, how-to, and
animals among the m ost mentioned themes. Even though we can identify
commonly chosen topics and story feature that have wide general appeal, it is
impossible to concoct a form ula fo r books that would have unfailing
popularity with all children. Teachers and librarians need to be sensitive to
children's individual tastes, which are often unique and very particular.

The research reported in this section seem to indicate that children who are the
same age have similar interests. Children enjoy reading exciting, adventurous books with
interesting characters o f similar age and lifestyle.

Factors Influencing Student Choice

Huck, Helper and Hickman (1993), in their book Children's Literature, discussed
children's book choices. They found illustrations to be the most important feature that
first attracts a potential reader's attention. In selection appeal; realistic, colorful pictures
edged out story elements. But access to books was crucial and an important element that
should not be ignored.

Although reading preferences are influenced by age, gender, a nd many
other factors, children often make specific choices based on the book itself, it's
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length, format, cover, or the appeal o f a sample paragraph. Children's
personal experience influence their interest in ways that teachers and
librarians may never be able to discover. A n d sometimes, apparent interests
are only the product o f which books are available and which are not.

Gary Anderson, Diana Higgins and Stanley W urster (1985) suggested that the
benefits o f independent reading were realized if students selected books that could be read
with ease and pleasure. They conducted a study to see if students in the fourth and sixth
grade o f high reading achievement scores made better choices than did students with low
achievement scores in reading. They thought that tw o factors may be crucial to the
development and continuance o f the reading behavior. The tw o factors were thought to
be, interest in the content o f the book and the reading difficulty o f the text.
They concluded, after conducting this study, that the high, average and low
achievers sought out and avoided the same categories o f books. They also concluded that
students with high and low reading scores selected book o f equal readability, while
average readers selected shorter easier to read books. The students with low reading
scores read only some o f pages and often did not finish reading the books they selected.
This suggested to the researchers that students who have low reading scores tend to select
books above their independent reading level. They thought that poor readers do not
always make appropriate choices because they do not know how to judge the reading
suitability o f a book. Anderson, Higgins and W urster (1985) thought that these students
might be selecting books for "show" rather than real reading pleasure.
They advised teachers to teach students how to judge a book's readability with the
fiv e finger method. The students were asked to select and read a page o f the chosen
book. They were instructed to hold up a finger each time they came to a word they could
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not read. I f five fingers were held up while reading the page, the student should judge the
book as too difficult for them to enjoy reading. Anderson, Higgins and W urster (1985)
also suggested that students, regardless o f reading ability, should not be discouraged from
reading books their teacher might consider too easy.
Linda Fielding and Cathy Roller (1992) are literacy faculty members in the
Division o f Curriculum and Instruction at the University o f Iowa. They believe "when
children are not engaged with the print, they are not benefiting fro m the reading
opportunity provided in the classroom setting'. They observed and interviewed students,
who were having difficulty reading, at a summer reading workshop. These children
ranged in ages from 8-13. They wanted to find out why these students were unable to
spend independent reading time engaged in reading. These students were often observed
walking back and fourth in front o f the book shelf, "looking for a book they liked",
looking at the pictures in a book, cleaning out their pencil box, or asking to go to the
bathroom. They wanted to find out if these students knew how to find a book they could
read, and if they could, did they choose not to read that book.

In classrooms organized around the reading o f self- selected books, an
important self-monitoring goal is being able to select books that are o f
appropriate difficulty; but in our experience, it is not uncommon fo r children to
not be aware o f what makes a book difficult or easy to read. However, we fin d
much more frequently that although children can fin d a book they can read,
they refuse to read them. Fielding and Roller (1992).

They noted children often have deep prejudices about easy to read books. They
thought the children often perceived pressure from teachers and peers to keep-up and read
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more difficult books. Also in these easy to read books, there seemed to be a genuine lack
o f interest in the subject matter. Fielding and Roller (1992) concluded that teachers
should model the use and enjoyment o f easy to read books to help legitimize their use in
the classroom. They also suggested reading easy to read books for a purpose like to
practice reading for a younger audience. Fielding and Roller also suggested that teachers
introduce vocabulary and present background material to the students to aid in reading
more difficult books written about the subjects that interested them. They also suggested
letting students read and discuss books together in pairs or small groups rather than
making independent reading an individual effort.
David Wray and Maureen Lewis (1993) surveyed 450 elementary age students
attending school in southwest England, ages 8-11, and their teachers to gain insight into
what children read and what influences their reading. They found, while interviewing the
teachers, that most o f the teachers felt their actions and the classroom environment had a
very significant impact upon the reading interests o f their students. All o f the teachers
interviewed devoted part o f the week or day for students to practice reading self-selected
books. Some teachers did express a concern for students they felt were not really reading
during this time and those that could only maintain interest in reading for a very short
amount o f time.
The survey allowed the students to classify the books they read anyway they
wanted. The most popular in all ages were fiction books. These included: adventure
stories, ghost and spooky stories, murder and detective books, horror and fairy tales. The
younger students chose the following books as their top favorite fiction books; adventure,
fairy tales, poetry, mystery, animal, and myths and legends. The older eleven year olds did
not mention fairy tales or myths and legends but added horse and pony stories, funny
stories and joke books, books about teenagers, fantasy, war, hobby and choose your own
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adventure books to the fiction category. When interviewing the teachers, they noted that
most o f the teachers wanted their students to read and develop an enjoyment for reading.
These teachers read a wide variety o f fiction books to their students and provided fiction
books for the students to select and read.
A few teachers believed that students o f lower reading ability needed to be guided
and were assigned basal readers to read during reading practice times. Students in these
classrooms would often select the basal reader as their favorite book to read. However,
students in classrooms in which the teacher never assigned a basal reader but made them
available to read, never chose the basal reader as a favorite book to read. Wray and Lewis
(1993) concluded that if students are not exposed to a wide variety o f books, their reading
interest will be limited as well.
Wray and Lewis (1993) were also interested learning if comics and magazines
were preferred by students to read over other types o f books. In the classrooms where
teachers allowed the students to read comics and magazines, only a small percentage o f
the students selected comics and magazines as a favorite reading material. They
concluded that comics and magazines appear to be a supplement to books rather than a
replacement for them, and if a student selected comics or magazines, they often seemed to
relate directly to a child's interest.
Wray and Lewis (1993) reported that in one classroom there was a group o f
students reading poetry books. Their teacher had recently been reading poetry books to
their class. Another class had a group o f older students that reported a few specific
picture books were their favorite books to read. Their teacher had recently been reading
and discussing picture books in their classroom. A few classrooms had groups o f students
naming books by specific authors, who had visited their classrooms with in the last six
months, as their favorite books to read. Other classrooms had groups o f students reading
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the same title or author without the teacher's influence or an authors visit to their
classroom. Wray and Lewis attributed this book selection to peer influence and concluded
that students discuss favorite books and do influence each others reading. Huck, Helper
and Hickman (1993) discuss peer influence

//ow can children influence each other's book choice so readily? Part o f
the answer may be simply that age-mates are likely to enjoy the same kinds o f
stories because they share many developmental characteristics. A s children grow
and learn, their levels o f understanding change, a nd so do their favorites in
literature. A fe w thought-provoking studies have suggested that children like best
those stories which best represent their own way o f looking at the world

Teachers, librarians and parents should understand what attracts students to certain
books. They should question whether a student has a clear understanding o f books which
maintain their interest or if they select books randomly without much thought. I f teachers
have this information, they can build on this information to help students improve their
book selecting or expand their interests to other selections. Many factors may influence
the students* selection o f reading material.

Benefits o f Using Student Selected Reading Material

In a report by Douglas Lynch (1988), he writes that when students engage
themselves purposefully in classroom tasks by trying to master the concepts and skills
involved they take pride in the outcome o f the experience. Teachers have opportunities to
enhance reading motivation if they understand that students create beliefs about why they
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do well or poorly in any task. When students believe that how well they do is under their
control (effort not ability), they will be motivated to practice reading and other skills.
Teachers can promote reading by providing success and closure Lynch (1988).
This happens when reading is interdependent, what is learned on Monday will be used on
Tuesday during independent reading time. He suggested teachers can motivate reading by
discussing the value o f reading and modeling the reading behavior for the students.
Teachers need to hold students accountable for what they read and make comments which
direct students in ways to improve. When given the opportunities to correct their
mistakes, students feel successful and proud o f their accomplishments. Students should be
given the opportunity to select their own reading material. This according to Lynch
encourages the development o f autonomous control over the academic environment.
Following these practices will enhance motivation to read and learn. Students will assume
greater responsibility and control over their reading.
Jack Bagford (1985) reports that when students are given to opportunity the select
and read their own materials, it promoted the idea that reading is fun. It creates a positive
attitude toward reading as an activity and helps develop pupils who read as well as ones
who can read. Reading self selected material helps to build a knowledge base in subjects
that interest the students. This helps students understand themselves and their world. It
also develops a rich vocabulary o f words that are learned in a meaningful way. Reading
these books promotes reading fluency and comprehension, and as the students practice
their reading o f self selected books, their reading speed increases
This literature in this section suggests when students are encouraged to select thenown reading material, it has a positive effect on the student's attitude toward reading and
increases reading achievement.
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Selecting and Displaying Reading Material In The Classroom.

Presenting and displaying books in the classroom was a concern o f Factor,
Woodriff, Martinez and Teal (1993). They discussed classroom characteristics that
nurture voluntary reading. These characteristics included teachers who created
opportunities for students to practice reading skills with self selected reading material.
Attractive library centers were found to be very important. They cited a study by M orrow
and Wienstein (1982) which discovered that children did not elect to use poorly designed
classroom libraries. Well designed libraries were attractive and highly visible. These
libraries had boundaries that set the library apart from the regular classroom. The libraries
contained comfortable seating and had room to seat five or six students. They contained
at least five to six books per student and varied in genres and reading levels. The books
were displayed in a variety o f ways; open shelving for displaying attractive covers and
shelves with books displayed spine out to allow for a greater number o f books to be
shelved. Books were organized in various way like genres, topics, author, and reading
levels. Flannel boards, puppets, and books on tape were also included to stimulate reading
interest.
Factor, Woodriff, Martinez and Teal (1993) study concluded that in classrooms
with well-designed libraries the children interacted more with books, demonstrated more
positive attitudes toward reading and spent more time reading. They also exhibited higher
levels or reading achievement.
To introduce children's literature into the classroom Barron (1990), suggests the
following sequence; assess the reading interests, knowledge o f literature, and reading
levels o f the students. After assessing the needs o f the students, introduce a collection o f
books for students to read in the classroom. This collection should change periodically
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through out the year. A regular time needs to be scheduled each day for selecting and
reading these books and it should be an enjoyable time not encumbered with book reports
and reading extension projects. Rousseau is quoted in Barron's article claiming "nothing
in learning is more important than enjoyment. Enjoyment arouses the desire to keep
learning". The enjoyment o f reading a book appropriately selected should increase
reading skills and the desire to continue to read.
Selecting, displaying and introducing books and other types o f reading material to
students becomes very important when allowing students to select their own materials.

Summary

The literature cited in this chapter indicates that students have similar interest
about age, sex, and reading ability. Excitement, adventure and being able to identify with
the characters seems to invite children to select a book to read. Most students with
average and high reading ability make appropriate choices when selecting their own
reading material. Students who have difficulty reading often make poor choices. The
literature suggested that these students can benefit from teacher assistance in selecting a
book. The books need to be attractively displayed in a well-defined classroom library to
stimulate book selection and reading.
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CHAPTER ffl
PROCEDURE
Introduction

This chapter will focus on the methodology used to collect and sort the criteria
second graders used to select reading material in regards to reading level and gender. The
chapter will address the subjects used in this study, the setting where the study took place,
and how the data was collected and analyzed.

Research Questions

The following questions were used to guide the research conducted in this project.
W hat criteria do children use when selecting books for independent reading?
This study attempts to determine the primary categories o f criteria that students
use for selecting books for independent reading.
Does reading level impact how book selection is made?
This study looks at the similarities and differences o f criteria used by students who
scored in the excellent (High ability), average and the needs to improve (low ability)
range on the 1993 Houghton Mifflin Theme tests, titled B est Friends and Funny Business.
Do boys and girls use similar criteria when selecting books?
This study also addressed how the student's gender may affect the criteria used in
selecting reading material.

Limitations and Assumptions

This is a case study conducted to analyze the criteria used by students in one
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second grade classroom. The population is small and the findings should not be
generalized to a larger population o f students without further testing.
It is assumed that the students were able to articulate and understand what criteria
they use when they select a book. The answers given by the students were subject to
possible human error in translation or interpretation. This test was conducted over a six
week period o f time. Over this period o f time the students were exposed several times to
the test questions asked in this study. This might have created a conscious awareness o f
the answers about the criteria they use and thus alter their criteria and book selection.

Sample

Subjects

The subjects for this study were 25 second grade students. There were 15 boys
and 10 girls with varied reading abilities. Some o f the students experienced a whole
language approach to reading that incorporated a basal reader in first grade. These
students had some exposure to student selected reading material for silent reading
purposes. The other students experienced a traditional skills based reading program using
only the basal reader.

Setting

School

The school in which this case study was done serves 650 students from
kindergarten to fifth grade. M ost o f the classrooms are self contained. The students are
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not ability grouped for reading in first or second grade. The ethnic composition o f the
school is as follows: 90 percent o f the students are Caucasian, 07 percent are black, 03
percent are Asian and 01 percent are Hispanic.
Students in need o f special services are screened and helped by the chapter one
teacher, a teacher for the gifted, and a teacher for the developmentally handicapped and
learning disabled. Two tutors and an educational aide also provide help to those students,
who qualify through teacher referrals and testing, for these various programs.
All students are scheduled to visit the library once a week and are permitted to
check out one or tw o books for one week. The library has a funding o f $ 18,942. for a
three year period. Teachers, students and parents are included in the selections o f books
purchased for the school library. Books that are not checked out for tw o years are given
to the classroom teachers for individual classroom libraries.

Community

The school system is in Southwest Ohio. It is a large non-industrial suburb
comprised o f middle to low income families located near a mid-size city. The suburb is
also located near a military base and serves many o f the children whose parents are
stationed at the base. There are many rental homes in the area and new homes are still
being constructed bringing new families to the community.

Instrumentation

In this case study, the investigator used two open ended interview questions to
gather the criteria the second graders use for selecting reading material in regards to
reading level and gender. The interview method seemed the most appropriate for this age
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child, in lieu o f a direct approach that may cause anxiety on the part o f the student to
select answers or criteria perceived as the correct response, Isaac and Michael (1995).

The interview will consist o f the following open-ended questions:

• W hat was it about this book that made you want to read it?
• W hat made you choose this book rather than another book?

These questions were selected to give the students a frame o f reference in which to
react, without placing any constraint on the reaction. The questions also allowed for
responses which might reveal significant information not anticipated by the researcher,
Isaac and Michael (1995).

Design

The design implemented is a case study using repeated responses overtime to
focused interview questions. Each student was asked three times during a six week time
period the established interview questions. After selecting a book from the classroom
library, each interview was conducted in two week intervals. The writer noted the gender
and reading level o f each student answering the questions.
After the first five interviews, the writer critiqued the interview questions and the
student responses to see if the students understood the questions and gave responses that
could be listed and assessed for this study.
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Data Analysis

The researcher printed single thought units collected from the interview questions
on six different colored strips, and assigned random numbers to each thought unit to
indicate gender. Girl responses were assigned even numbers and odd numbers were
assigned to boy responses. The colored strips identified high, average and low ability
readers. Two colors were used for each reading level to aid in keeping the analysis
unbiased.
A group o f graduate students at a mid-size urban, private research institution was
selected to conduct a content analyses on the thought units. All the graduate students
were enrolled in a Children's Literature class indicating an understanding and interest in
literature for children. The students were either in-service or pre-service teachers.
The students were divided into six groups containing five or six students. Each
group was given a set o f identical thought unit strips. The groups were instructed to
separate the thought units into categories. N o examples o f categories or limitations on the
number o f categories were given. The groups were not given an explanation o f why the
criteria was printed on different colored strips or how each were numbered. Each group
was to complete the task independently o f the other groups in the class. Once the
categories were decided based on the content o f the thought units, the groups placed the
strips in envelopes and labeled the envelopes with the category title they had determined.

In determining the answer for the first study question, What criteria do children
use when selecting books fo r independent reading, similar or like category were merged
and listed. The percentages o f the total thought units found in each category o f all the
second graders in this study were presented in a class composite bar graph. These
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percents were calculated by examining all six sets o f thought units reviewed and
categorized by the teachers. The total number o f thought units per category were
counted, divided by the total number o f responses (738) to arrive at the percentage for
each category.
In determining the answer for the second and third question, D id the student's
reading level impact how hook selection was made? Does the student's gender affect
the criteria used in selecting reading material. The categories were examined for
evidence o f thought units given by boy and girl students and students o f high, average and
low reading ability. The percentages o f units were calculated for each category and a bar
graph was constructed for each. The total responses for high reading ability were 282,
average reading ability were 319 and low reading ability were 137. The boys response
numbered 342 and the girls were 396.

Summary

This is a case study conducted to analyze the criteria used by students in one
second grade classroom. The population is small and the findings should not be
generalized to a larger population o f students without further testing. The investigator
used tw o open ended interview questions to gather the criteria the second graders use for
selecting reading material in regards to reading level and gender. In-service and
pre-service teachers assisted in sorting the student's thought units into categories for
analysis. The researcher analyzed the categories and calculated the percentages in each
category in regards to total class, reading ability and gender.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS

Introduction

This chapter describes the categories which emerged from the thought units after
being sorted and classified. Percentages o f each category concerning the total class,
reading ability and gender will be presented using bar graphs. The following research
questions will be addressed:
•

What criteria do the children in one second grade class use when selecting
books for independent reading?

•

Does their reading level impact how book selection was made?

•

Do boys and girls in this second grade use similar criteria when selecting
books?

Presentation o f the Results

W hat criteria (category) did the children in one second grade class use when
selecting books for independent reading?

The investigator used two open ended interview questions to gather the criteria the
second graders use for selecting reading material in regards to reading level and gender. A
content analyses was conducted by in-service and pre-service teachers by sorting the
student's thought units into categories. The researcher analyzed the categories and
calculated the percentages in each category by total class, reading ability and gender.
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The following are the categories and their definitions:

Knowledge.
The students stated that they wanted to read a book to learn about a
subject. Animals, Sports Heroes, Planets and Stars and Foreign Languages
were most frequently chosen to learn about. This comprised 22 percent o f
the total thought units.

Prior Experience.
The students chose the book because it was read to them by a teacher or
sibling or they had read it themselves. The ability to read it themselves
was not expressed as the prime purpose for choosing the book.
Familiarity with the book was the most important reason for choosing the
book. This comprised 18 percent o f the total thought units.

Visual
The student chose a book based on the appearance o f the book. For
example, the student might have stated that the book looked new or
interesting. They might have mentioned they liked something about the
illustrations or the way the text was printed in the book. This comprised
15 percent o f the total thought units.

29

Themes:
The student stated they liked stories about a particular subject but did
not state they wanted to learn any new information from the book. The
books chosen in this category were most often fiction stories. The only
themes mentioned by the students were animals, sports, and holidays. This
comprised 14 percent o f the total thought units.

Readability:
Having the ability to read the book was the main purpose stated for
selecting the book. The students stated they could read the text. This
comprised 12 percent o f the total thought units.

Familiar Author or Series:
The student stated that they chose the book because they had heard or read
a book by the same author or it was in a series familiar to them. This
comprised seven percent o f the total thought units.

Scary or Mystery Books:
The student stated they chose the book because it was scary or because it
was a mystery book. This comprised four percent o f the total thought
units.

30

Pop-Up Books:
The student stated that they selected the book because it had flaps or tabs
that could be manipulated as they looked at or read the book. They also
chose books with removable mail, seek and find books were also included
this category. This comprised four percent o f the total thought units.

Pair Reading:
Students chose a book because there was a duplicate copy which could be
read with a friend. This comprised one percent o f the total thought units.

Chapter Books:
The student chose the book because it was divided into chapters. This
comprised one percent o f the total thought units.

rKMovze;
The students stated they were familiar with the movies or television shows
the book depicted. This comprised one percent o f the total thought units.

Unknown:
Students stated they did not know why they chose the book. This
comprised one percent o f the total thought units.
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Figure 1 shows the percentage o f the total student thought units in each category.

El Knowledge
■ Prior Experience
■ Visual
□ Themes
■ Readability
OAuthor/Series
■ Scary/Mystery
■ Pop-up
■ Pair Reading

D Chapter Books
■ Movie/TV
■ Unknown

Figure 1
Class Composite

This figure 1 shows, in this second grade case study, 81 percent o f the thought
units are in five main categories. In rank order these categories are; Knowledge, Prior
Experience, Visual, Themes and Readability. Familiar Author or Series, Scary or
Mystery books and Pop-Up books comprise 15 percent o f the categories. Books for Pair
Reading, Chapter books, TV or Movie books and Unknown made up only four percent o f
the category choices.
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Does the student's reading level impact how book selection was made?
Figures 2, 3 and 4 show the percent o f thought units given by high, average and
low ability readers in each category.
30 ■ <

■ Knowledge
■ Prior Experience
■ Visual
□ Themes
■ Readability
■ Author/Series
■ Scary/Mystery
■ Pop-up
■ Pair Reading
□ Chapter Books
■ Movie/TV
■ Unknown

Figure 2
High Ability Readers

Figure 2 shows the first five categories comprise 82 percent o f the high ability
reader's thought units which in rank order are: Knowledge, Prior Experience and
Readability and Themes (almost the same percentage) followed by Visual. The categories
were the same as the class composite except for the rank order. Evidence o f thought
units, given by high ability readers, was not found in the categories o f TV/Movies and
Unknown.
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20

■ Knowledge
■ Prior Experience
■ Visual
□ Themes
■ Readability
■ Author/Series
■ Scary/Mystery
■
■
■
■
■

Pop-up
Pair Reading
Chapter Books
Movie/TV
Unknown

Figure 3
Average Ability Readers

Figure 3 shows the first five categories comprising 80 percent o f the average
ability reader's thought units. In rank order they are: Knowledge and Visual, being the
same percentage followed closely by, Prior Experience and Themes, also the same
percentage, and followed last by Readability. The categories were the same as the class
composite but in different rank order. Evidence o f thought units, given by average ability
readers, was not found in the categories o f Chapter books and Unknown.
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■ Knowledge
■ Prior Experience
■ Visual
■ Themes
■ Readability
■Author/Series
■ Scary/Mystery
■ Pop-up
■ Pair Reading
■ Chapter Books
■ Movie/TV
■ Unknown

Figure 4
Low Ability Readers

There were only four main categories comprising 65 percent o f the low ability
reader's thought units. In rank order they are: Prior Experience, almost twice the
percentage o f the next three, Readability followed closely by Knowledge a n d Visual
which are the same percentage. The first four categories were the same as for the whole
class except in different ranking order. Evidence o f thought units, given by low ability
readers, was not found in the category o f Chapter books. The low ability readers
comprised 100 percent o f the Unknown category.
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Do boys and girls in this second grade classroom use sim ilar criteria when
selecting books?
Figures 5 and 6 show the percentage o f thought units given by boys and girls in
each category.
25

■ Knowledge
■ Prior Experience
■ Visual
□ Themes
■ Readability
■ Author/Series
■ Scary/Mystery
■ Pop-up
■ Pair Reading
□ Chapter Books
■ Movie/TV
■ Unknown

Figure 5
Boys

Figure 5 shows four main categories comprising 70 percent o f the boy's thought
units. In rank order they are: Knowledge, Prior Experience, Readability and Themes.
The category o f Visual was not included in the first four main categories. Evidence o f
thought units, given by boys, was not found in the categories o f Chapter books.
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■ Knowledge
■ Prior Experience
■ Visual
□ Themes
■ Readability
■ Author/Series
■ Scary/Mystery
■ Pop-up
■ Pair Reading
□ Chapter Books
■ Movie/TV
■ Unknown

Figure 6
Girls

The first five categories comprise 79 percent o f the girl's thought units. In rank
order they are: Visual followed by Knowledge and Prior Experience (almost the same
percentage) followed by Readability and Themes. The first four categories did not differ
from that o f the whole class. Evidence o f thought units, given by girls, was not found in
the category o f Scary /Mystery books.

37

Summary
This study examines the responses o f second graders in regards to these study
questions.

What criteria do children use when selecting books for independent
reading?

Does reading level impact how a book selection is made?

Do boys and girls have similar criteria or does gender affect the selection
process?

This case study analyzed the criteria used by students in one second grade
classroom. Twelve categories emerged from the thought units, Knowledge, Prior
Experience, Visual, Readability, Themes (Animals, Sports and Holidays), Familiar
Author or Series, Scary or Mystery books Pop-Up books, Pair Reading, Chapter books,
TV or M ovie books and Unknown.
In this study, 81 percent o f the thought units were found in five main categories.
In rank order these categories are; Knowledge, Prior Experience, Visual, Themes and
Readability. There was evidence o f thought units from high, average and low ability
readers in all five main categories. However the thought units were distributed differently
in each category. There did not appear to be much difference between the boys' and the
girls' criteria for selecting books except in the category o f visual and knowledge. In the
visual category the girls' criteria was 46 percent above the class average while the boys'
criteria was 46 percent below the class average.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Introduction
This case study analyzed the criteria used by students in one second grade
classroom. Five main categories o f criteria are identified in this study. These categories
are Knowledge, Prior Experience, Visual, Themes and Readability. Study conclusions and
recommendations are addressed in this chapter.

Conclusions

What criteria did the children in this second grade use to select books for silent
reading?
The second graders in this case study selected books for many reasons. Their
criteria was collected, organized and separated into categories. Twelve categories
emerged from this process. Knowledge, Prior Experience, Visual, Readability, Themes
(Animals, Sports and Holidays), Familiar Author or Series, Scary or M ystery books PopUp books, Pair Reading, Chapter books, TV or M ovie books and Unknown.
This study indicated that Knowledge was the most important category. The
students were motivated to select a book if they thought they could gain information
about a particular subject. The most popular subjects were animals, sport heroes,
holidays, stars and planets and foreign languages.
These students were also highly motivated to select books based on Previous
Experience. This seems very important to the low reading ability students as Previous
Experience was the category ranked in first place.
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The physical appearance o f the book (V isual) was a strong factor in selecting
books. While it might seem obvious that students would be attracted to the illustrations in
a book, they were often attracted to the way the words were printed on the pages. The
girls more than the boys, seemed influenced by the appearance o f the books.
Themes were another important factor when selecting books. There were only
three themes mentioned by these students. These were sports, animals and holidays.
Most o f the books selected for the theme were fiction.
Readability was also important for the students. This is encouraging as these
books were selected to be read during silent reading time.

Does the students reading ability impact how books are selected?
Figure 7 shows the comparisons between the class average and the levels o f
reading ability.

Figure 7
Reading Ability Comparisons
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There is evidence o f thought units from high, average and low ability readers in all
five main categories. However the thought units were distributed differently in each
category.
Criteria o f students with a high reading ability exceeded the class average in
knowledge by 27 percent. Criteria o f students with average reading ability was in the
average range compared to the class average. Criteria from students with low reading
ability fell below the class average by 50 percent.
In the category o f Prior Experience, the criteria from students with high and
average reading ability was in the average range. The criteria o f students with average
reading abilities were also in the average range with 15 percent The criteria from the low
reading ability students exceeded the class average by 55 percent.
In the category o f Visual, the criteria o f high reading ability readers fell 33 percent
below the class average, and the criteria o f students with the low reading ability was 26
percent below the class average. Criteria o f students with average reading ability was 33
percent above the class average.
In the category o f Themes, criteria from high and average students was in the class
average range. Criteria from students in the low reading ability group was 50 percent
below the class average.
In the final main categoiy o f Readability, criteria from high reading ability students
fell in the average range, while criteria from the average reading ability students fell short
o f the class average by 16 percent. The criteria from low reading ability students was
above the class average by 25 percent.
The students with high reading ability seemed the most interested in gaining
knowledge from the books they selected as they exceeded the class average by 27 percent.
The ability to learn something seemed to take precedence over the visual aspect o f the

41

book. The fact that they could read the book seemed to be o f some concern but learning
about a subject that interested them was more important. It would appear that as students
gain competence in their reading skills, they begin to understand that reading is a tool they
can use to help them understand their world. They have moved from the level where
reading is the "thing they are learning" to using the skill. While the books selected were
mainly non-fiction and challenging to read, these more competent readers seemed to also
have a need to read easy to read books and books from first grade as evidenced by the
thought units found in the category o f Prior Experience and Themes. In these two
categories the books the students selected were often below their reading level It appears
this reading group would benefit most from being encouraged to share information they
learn from reading challenging non-fiction books with classmates and not discouraged
from reading "easy to read books".
The students of average reading ability seemed most interested in what the book
looked like (Visual) and what the book was about (Themes) and less concerned about
gaining knowledge. These students were the least concerned if they were able to read the
book as evidenced by the lower percentage o f thought units found in this category. This
could be because, at this level o f competency, they are more willing to take risks in their
book selection than the low reading ability students, who were more concerned with the
readability o f the book they selected. They may have learned that even if they find out
they can't read a book they have selected, it does not mean they can't read. If they
discover they cant read a book, they know they can still enjoy the pictures. This group
seemed to enjoyed revisiting books read to them before by their first grade teacher. The
criteria selected by this group o f average reading ability students seemed to match the
class composite average in most instances except for visual. This seems to indicate that
they are interested in books in general rather than for any specific reason. It may be this
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group would benefit most from book talks by the teacher and other students in the class to
introduce them to new books but allow them to discover the contents themselves.
The student with low reading ability had the highest need for selecting familiar
books they were comfortable looking at or reading as evidenced by being 55 percent
above the class average. Because o f the low percentages o f criteria o f this group in most
o f the other categories except Prior Experience, it seems to indicate this group avoids
taking risks in selecting books. However, these students were the most concerned, o f the
three groups, about the readability o f the books they chose This could be why they
continually selected books they had read before or memorized in first grade. They seem to
have a high need to know they could read and avoided selecting a book that might make
them feel they were not readers. It was surprising that these students who had low
reading ability had a low percent o f thought units found in the category o f visual and
themes. This might be that low ability readers care how the books looks, how the
illustrations are presented and what the book is about, but they lack the experience needed
verbalize this criteria or are unaware o f this attraction. Five percent o f their criteria was in
the category o f unknown, which comprised 100 percent o f the thought units for this
category. This researcher recommends that these students continue to be read aloud to on
a daily basis and encouraged to expand their books selection. This might be done with
book talks and Pair Reading with students o f high and average reading abilities.
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Did the boys and girls in this case study use similar criteria when selecting books?
Figure 8 shows the comparisons between the class average and the boys and girls.
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Figure 8
Boy Girl Comparisons

There does not appear to be much difference between the boys' and the girls'
criteria for selecting books except in the category o f visual and knowledge. In the visual
category the girls' criteria was 46 percent above the class average while the boys' criteria
was 46 percent below the class average. In the category o f knowledge the boys' criteria
was 18 percent above the class average and girls' criteria was 23 percent below the class
average. It appears that the girls in this case study are more concerned with the
appearance o f the book than the boys. This might be because girls in our society have
many visual experiences. They play with dolls and doll clothes mixing and matching
colors and outfits. However, the boys in this case study were just as interested in the
color variations o f their crayons in their crayon boxes as were the girls. This would
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indicate that while boys did not state visual criteria as often as the girls that it is important
to them. The girls experiment with make up and jewelry and seem to be interested in the
aesthetic appeal of plants and animals in their environment. This may also be why Scary
or Mystery was not selected by the girls in this study. While this was not one o f the main
categories that emerged in this study, this category had no evidence o f girl's criteria in it It
seems the boys have a tendency to be more concerned with the powers o f animals and the
animals ability to kill and eat other animals. This may explain the boys selecting books for
scary or mystery appeal. The boys in this class seem to play more with construction type
toys and strategy games such as checkers, chess and battleship. This seems to indicate
boys have more experience with games and activities that promote logical thinking skills.
This may affect their book selection giving the category o f Knowledge more importance.
These boys and girls seem to know what they like about books and these
differences should be respected. This holds true even as students mature. A few studies
indicate that boys prefer, in general, science fiction and adventure books while a large
majority o f girls prefer romantic and relationship books in the intermediate grades.

Research Observations

Prior Experience might have been cited more often as a criteria for book selection
if someone other than the students' teacher were asking the students the interview
questions. Many times the students selected a book the researcher (teacher) had read to
them, however, the students would not mention this when asked why they chose that
particular book. It may be they felt the researcher (teacher) already knew this information
and so failed to state the obvious.
Students were observed by the researcher selecting books read to them by their
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first grade teacher numerous times. This tends to validate the whole language philosophy.
The whole language approach encourages teachers to read aloud to the students on a daily
basis to promote student interest in reading. The fact that so many o f these students were
influenced by the books read to them in first grade was very significant to the researcher.
Teachers should not assume that students take the readability criteria into account
when selecting a book for silent reading. This is especially true o f the students with low
reading ability. Perhaps these students need guidance in determining if a book is readable.
Although, some o f the students who were inexperienced readers stated that they chose a
book because they could read it, this was not quite accurate. After some additional
questioning and observing, it was noted that some students were unaware that reading
involved understanding the story or information. This seems to indicate that while some
students might state that they can read a book, it is not necessarily true. It may be they
only believe they can read a particular book. This is possibly a developmental step in
learning to read that needs to be understood and respected by the teacher while the
student gains experience in using books.
There is some concern that some o f the students, especially in the inexperienced
and average group, did not know if they could read the book they had chosen. These
students would select another book to read shortly after silent reading began or just look
at the pictures.
It appears as the students gain experience, the number o f criteria they use
increases. It was observed that the students became more selective and began to verbalize
criteria better after the first few weeks o f this investigation. It seems that showing an
interest in how a student selects a book improves their selection process. It may be that as
the experience level o f the reader increased so did the number o f reasons for selecting a
book. The students with high reading ability also gave longer more detailed criteria. For
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example, a student said in response to selecting a book:

I thought I might learn a foreign language while I have the time. I liked the way
this book wrote the words dark like this (pointing to a page in the book) in
Spanish and then in English. The pictures help a lot too. I think this book will
really help me learn to speak Spanish.

The less experienced reader gave only single short reasons: "This is about dogs."

Recommendations

After conducting this research, studies should be continued to validate if other
second graders have the same five main categories o f Knowledge, Prior Experience
Visual, Themes and Readability for selecting books.
It is recommend that when selecting books for a classroom library these categories
be taken into account. The type o f books selected to support these categories would be
non-fiction books, books written about sports, animals, holidays and books read by the
first grade teachers.
The students understanding o f their own criteria for book selection seemed to be
influenced by the questions asked in during this study. Further study needs to be
conducted to see if students who are having difficulty selecting books can be taught a
process for making appropriate book selections utilizing better criteria.
It is also recommended that further studies examine the impact that reading aloud
to students has on their book selection. This group o f second graders appeared to be
highly influenced by the books read to them by their past and present teachers.
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